ABSTRACT: An investigation of the impact of the Great Depression on women's paid and unpaid work roles, and the implications of this for their situation in the current economic crisis. The widely accepted notion that women form a "reserve army" which is integrated into the labor market during periods of expansion and expelled with contractions is criticized. While economic expansion draws women into the labor force, it is argued, the sexual segregation of occupations creates an inflexibility in the labor market which prevents their expulsion during a crisis of contraction. Women's unpaid household work, however, is an arena where they can be forced to "take up the slack" in the economy during crises.
enterprises, grocery stores, and the like. 41 Women also sought paid jobs outside their home to increase the family income. Women were laid off in huge numbers immediately after the war ended. As industrial plants reconverted to consumer-oriented production they returned to their pre-war male work force. In January 1946 the number of women in the labor force was 4 million less than at the 1944 peak, and only 2 million more than in 1940.87 The most dramatic decline was in durable goods manufacturing, the sector where most of the high-paying &dquo;war jobs&dquo; had been located. The employment of women in these industries declined by 1.5 million between the 1944 peak and January 1946.88 Despite the fact that the nation had been wet prepared for this eventuality ideologically, women themselves resisted the notion that they were working only &dquo;for the duration.&dquo; Most insisted that they would remain in the paid labor force after the war. Although at the beginning of the war Alma goes to work because she wants to go to work. She wants to go now and she wants to keep going when the war is over. Alma's had a taste of LIFE. She's poked her head out into the onc~man's world... Of course, all the Almas haven't thought through why they want to work after the war or how it's going to be possible. But thay have gone far enough to know that they can do whatever is required in a machine shop. They've had the pleasure of feeling money in their pockets -money they've earned themselves. 92 And yet, the material fact of &dquo;reconversion&dquo; to peacetime production would force the withdrawal of many women from the labor force. They were eventually reintegrated into it, not in the heavy industry &dquo;war jobs&dquo; but rather in the white collar and service occupations which had been part of the female labor force before the war and which continued to expand in the postwar years. While women's penetration into &dquo;men's jobs&dquo; with high status and pay during the war years proved ephemeral, then, their increased presence in the paid labor force would be duplicated in later years. 
